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Mind over Matter 


HOLLIS FRAMPTON 


(. . . pour les six inconnus . ..) 


I. That Sometime Did Me Seek 

PICTURE A SHAPE within a mass of living rock, as of one seated, facing 
forward, eyes peering, hands extended and cramped as if to grasp at two points 
(a third of its circumference apart) an imaginary wheel. 

DO NOT FORGET the generous equation that rules certain lines of finite 
ambition: 

XIN+Al$l *Xt(N-I)+AJ }2*Xf{N-2)+ . . . +A|$(N-l)*Xt$PRI+Al$N*X=F, 
where F amounts to nothing. We shall calculate the first order only, and plot for 
small positive values of X. 

HE BEGINS WITH A FEAR of tunnels. By degrees he revises this conviction, 
augments it, castigates it, until he is afraid to enter tunnels. As he matures, and the 
eventuation of every worst case seems progressively more and more likely, he 
achieves a further refinement: he is afraid to pass through tunnels. Finally, he 
finds elegant a regimen wholly organized around a need to avoid tunnels. 
Accordingly, in old age, he devotes himself to seeking out tunnels, but only in 
order to put them behind him as swiftly as possible, accelerating precipitously as 
he goes into the dark. 

AT LAST, UNWITTINGLY, on a bright April afternoon in Clear Creek Canyon, 
he passes through a final tunnel. Moments later, entering yet another at terminal 
velocity, he sees a darkness unrelieved by any radiant vanishing point. Supposing 
this particular tunnel to be endless, or else that it must end abruptly on an 
invisible, flat, blind, solid face, he utters within his mind, for the first time, an 
unspecified desire to be, yes, absolutely elsewhere. Thus discharged in one 
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indivisible instant, the accumulated force of six decades of evasion cascades, 
avalanches, cataracts, simultaneously destroys his body, and replicates it, at a more 
than sufficient lateral displacement. 

PRODIGIOUSLY, EVERY VIBRATION that has cooperated in his physical 
person interlaces perfectly within a seam of basalt inside the buttress of an 
arrogant young mountain. From this moment he perceives nothing . . . not even 
that he does not perceive. Alive, for a time, as he has ever been, he dies from a 
defect of the imagination in the end. 

[Gwen certain foregoing rigors, it is asserted that they share among 
themselves, and with none other, a peculiar property, namely that each, 
unaided, may tessellate a plane of infinite extent, requiring for this task 
nothing more memorable than vigorous and perfect replication, inde¬ 
finitely sustained. That every plane of the world is not, by now, fully 
populated by one or another suggests a failure of desire, or a delapida- 
tion of opportunity, or that something eats them; or else, a nearly 
complete fracture, loss, dereliction of habitable (that is, conceivable) 
planes, such that most of them expired from loneliness before the sun 
coalesced. Mercilessly wanting any gift /or 104 boredom } 11 ' 1 they 108 
may 109 simply 110 have 111 . . .] 


2. Stalking on Naked Foot 

SUPPOSE A SHAPELESS gown of some soft, sheer fabric that covers a torso 
softer still. Suppose a further confusion: that the stuff half hides, along a smooth 
curve extending from the iliac crest to the spinal insertion of the lowermost rib, a 
stripe of coarse fur, alternately banded orange and black. 

DO NOT FORGET the brief proud equation: 

V = e 3 , 

which we shall solve for a pair of small positive values of e, each slightly larger 
than the other, plotting isometrically. 

SHE THOUGHT SHE had finished her education in England. She came home to 
the plantation above Trincomalee. After the party she went for a tipsy stroll in the 
moonlight. In the warm evening, she removed her clothing, silently tossing away 
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each garment along the garden path. The tiger, after due contemplation, devoured 
her, carefully, to the last scrap and the last drop. There was no pain at all, then. 
After a flushed, vertiginous period, she found herself reconstituted, entire, within 
the tiger’s magnificent body, point upon point . . . except for a few points that 
caused her no particular embarrassment but occasioned, in her host, a certain 
brute puzzlement. She experienced superb pleasures, exquisite pleasures, glorious 
pleasures. 

SHE WAYLAID A SIX year old boy by the village well and ate most of him, and 
then lapped up the unspilt water in his pail for good measure. She followed the 
musk of a tigress in heat, and mated with her two dozen times in one afternoon, 
savagely tasting the dry hair at her nape. She attacked a hunting rajah, clawing 
her way up the elephant's side toward his palanquin till a smart British captain 
opened her left flank with a rifleshot. Her host hid, moaned, licked, panted while 
she tried to retch from the agony of it. The wound healed to a pink, wide, 
voluptuous scar. She was captured. 

IN HER CAGE in Regent’s Park, she paced for long years the pattern of an 
hourglass; let out, during high Summer, into a moated lawn, she patrolled a space 
no larger, inscribing her twisted sign of endlessness on the grass. She slept a great 
deal, and lived on horseflesh, tepid water, and a gruel that encouraged worms. One 
night, in a delusion, the tiger, bored and senescent, disintricated itself and crawled 
away. In the morning, their keeper found a dead tiger, its gaze rigidly averted, 
beside a sleeping woman curled in the damp immensity of her own mane. She was 
pale, and quite naked. There were uncertainties, to be sure, surrounding these 
three creatures. For one of them, all amazement had come to an end; and for 
another, astonishment had only begun. 

[. . . drifted into terminal exasperation when living matter first demon¬ 
strated its notorious tendency to imitate whatever it is not. Once in 
a while, the moist perennial breath of consciousness rehydrates a few 
shriveled specimens. (Some have argued that it is always the same one; 
but two or more of each have occasionally been seen sharing common 
boundaries, and even mentality cannot remain beside itself for long.) /, 
myself ... by design, and at a perfectly appropriate age. . . resuscitated 
a good number of figures of the third kind, inscribed within circles. 

Now l am seven times as old, and the delight of that moment persists, 
undiminished- / sustain it by constructing 117 another,™ from™ time™ 
to 211 time . 722 ] 



OCTOBER 


3. Within My Chamber 

ASSUME AN INTERSECTION (hot wires raging behind cheap optics) of 
roughly collimated beams, refracted or rereflected by lacquered steel and specular 
nickel, diffracted in a fine rain, crossing and recrossing upon a corpse, supine on 
the drenched pavement, bloodless, hardly disarrayed. Two yards away, a driver 
still gapes through the accidental star in his windshield at a steaming knot of 
metal that was recently an automobile. A pair of bewildered ambulance atten¬ 
dants, along with twice as many sweating policemen, have tried, for nearly an 
hour . .. with no success at all . . . to lift the inert body to a stretcher. 


DO NOT FORGET the inventory of powerful and delicate methods for perform¬ 
ing a variety of operations upon such matrices as: 
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where N=0, and a , /}, y. . .«>0, from which we shall select only two of the simplest, 
satisfying ourselves in the calculation of (A+B) and (A*B); we must hesitate (until 
a less sociable moment comes) to dwell on the graphic consequences of this act. 

PRONOUNCED DEAD on arrival. Male, Caucasian or eurasian, between thirty- 
five and fifty years of age. Clothing new, evidently worn less than a single day. The 
deceased affected no ornamentation, and carried no papers, money, or any other 
personal items whatever. Police report indicates nothing found within a radius of 
100 yards. Length 1 meter 65 centimeters. Absolute mass, stripped, 720 kilograms 
exactly: about thirty-one times predicted value for physique. Very mild contusion 
of left thorax with partial fracture of three lowermost ribs, associated with 
collision impact. No identifying marks or scars of any sort, internal or external, 
either surgical or traumatic in origin. A rare instance of featureless skin, totally 
hairless (excepting the head, axillae and pubis) and congenitally lacking friction 
ridges on hands and feet: this man left no fingerprints. Slight degenerative 
calcification in the minor bones of both ankles, but metatarsal arches surprisingly 
undeformed. All chemistries within normal limits, without sign of alcoholic or 
other toxemia. Gastrointestinal tract empty. The only perfect set of teeth I have 
ever seen during several decades as a practitioner in forensic medicine. 
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AN UNUSUAL CIRCUMSTANCE precludes customary documentation in this 
case: photographic staff has mislaid or misfiled gross external records, and reports 
inability to retrieve them after the most diligent search. I would note a subjective 
impression: this person was so remarkably nondescript that I have had trouble 
remembering the face even while examining it. And I can recollect thousands. 

THE LIST COMPRISES some 5,040 items, and it is complete. Of these, one is 
jejune, and three more are also explicable. If my hypothesis is correct, acquisition 
dates may be approximated through microscopic assay of the fibrous connective 
tissue that progressively encysted each object. (In any case, the histological 
evidence is now obliterated.) By this reckoning, the oldest is a pair of souvenir 
cufflinks (paste set in brass) found, badly corroded, in the pleural space just 
beneath the Position of Carina. Thereafter, following a hiatus of years, the 
collection acquires immediate distinction. Each single thing is exquisite, beyond 
price, and crafted throughout in platinum, gold, palladium, iridium, or the most 
durable of precious stones. The largest is a ting of the early Chou, weighing 4,096 
grams, long missing from the Ostasiatiska Sammlingarna in Stockholm, which 
enclosed the pericardium; the smallest, a Thracian tableau of the Graces carved in 
high relief from a single emerald the size of a bean, was lodged in the right 
sphenoid sinus. A ruby-encrusted Renaissance lady’s dagger, lost from the 
Vatican, lay horizontally on the left side in the ninth intercostal space, while a 
Cellini bishop guarded the prostate. But not all are outright works of art. The 
frames of Jeremy Bentham’s spectacles straddled a renal vein; and I found the tiny 
porcelain dish (soon to be returned to the Pantheon in Paris) into which the 
Curies distilled the first trace of radium, nestled behind a tonsil. The reader is 
invited to consult the exhibits for further details. If this investigation has 
occasioned a most unusual collaboration between theoretical pathologists and art 
historians, I am nonetheless obliged to state that no one has offered a reasonable 
explanation for the physical presence of such a vast inventory at its implanted 
sites. The nameless deceased was, in a word, a walking museum. 

WORTHLESS DIAGNOSTICS REMAIN to be accounted for. Rings of glass 
fragments imbedded in either iris (radiographs are appended) have recently been 
recognized by S. Gobind, an assistant in this laboratory, from police photographs 
made at the scene, as reproductions in miniature of the shattered headlights of the 
vehicle involved; an aluminum ignition key, which the operator had been unable 
to produce, was discovered within the medulla oblongata, in a position indicating 
severe respiratory disruption at the highest level. Therefore, cause of death was 
certified to be ingestion, by unknown means, of a foreign substance. A determina¬ 
tion of suicide was urged and returned. Legal counsel then brought an unprece¬ 
dented motion: that the hospital be awarded salvage rights in the remains. 
Consequently, there is to be a spectacular series of auctions. Only today, armed 
guards conveyed those artifacts found within the cranium, from the morgue to the 
gallery, in a strongbox. Since it was very heavy, they took turns carrying it. 
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[... Of the three kinds, the first (or least) displays the most numerous 
qualities; but all of these are trivial, possibly excepting one cunning 
resemblance or recollection. Several of them taken together, such that 
each lies adjacent to two others, with each contributing one vertex to a 
common indivisibility, make one of the third kind. Moreover, some of 
the first kind, arranged so that each is adjacent to three others, describe 
a volume, the number of whose faces is the same as the number of edges 
(or corners) belonging to a figure of the second kind; and two such 
volumes, placed precisely face to face, describe yet m another , 529 the 330 
number 331 of m whose 333 . . .] 


4. Her Arms Long and Small 

PROJECT, IMAGE FREE, in something more opaque than darkness, a human 
voice, a persuasive, modulated female alto speaking, to the inner ear alone; from 
some epicenter in the network of impenetrable determinacies out of eyeshot, 
breathing those very intimacies always left unsaid in the breathless moments of 
intimacy, patiently, with the prodigious craft of one who must do all with a single 
instrument, but most arousing in its annihilation of that same absence its presence 
wantonly invokes, announced by the ringing of a bell, nocturnally, for a year. 

DO NOT FORGET that a determinant of order n is a number D formed of n 2 
n umbers a,j (elements) set into a square table composed of n rows and n columns 
as follows: 


*21 a« 

*31 *32 *33 


5(-l) k **i«*20 • 


where the sum is extended over all possible n! permutations ,*(*) of the 

numbers 1,2, . . . ,n; the sign "+” or before each summand is the same as that 
of ( _ l) k , where k is the number of inversions in the corresponding permutation. 
Setting calculation aside, we dare to expect (without knowing exactly why!) that 
this definition, or perhaps another growing from it, can comfort us in our present 




Mind over Matter 


87 


misery and grief; or, better yet, that we may get from it some warmth during such a 
calamity as we can only foresee. 

HE LIVED INCONSPICUOUSLY, then, his resources allowing him to do 
whatever he pleased, but very little else. The tireless daylight sustained his 
obscurity: after sixteen years, the author of Reflections on Goldbach's Theorem 
and Concerning Inelegant Proofs, still in retreat from the sorrow he had brought 
to his beloved science, recoiled again as he planned its reconstruction. Every 
afternoon, he sat at a kitchen table he had hauled into the shade of a primitive 
lime tree, and added a paragraph or so to Principles of Simultaneity, working 
with methodical discipline toward that moment when there should be nothing left 
for him to do. When the limes ripened, he revised his manuscript, annually 
mixing astringent juice with quinine and gin. Among themselves, his neighbors 
called him el Chicharon, and imagined that he dined on armadillo; alone in his 
workroom, he called his small digital computer el Salvador. On shelves alongside 
it, popular accounts of natural catastrophes inundated the accustomed Mallarme 
and Babbage. Sleep beguiled him with dreams of diving in clear water. One night, 
fathoms down, his cool wet telephone rang and rang. On the anniversary of that 
moment, when it did not, he waited, grimaced, waited, and then uncorked the 
unmistakable champagne. Finally, in a spasm of irony, he uncradled the handset 
. . . and heard, for the first time, a question and a cry. 

A CONTINENT AWAY, the superintendent accepted the bribe with a smirk. A 
dozen businesses had gone bankrupt here. The telephone depended from a cable as 
long as the room: she paced while she talked. The receiver dangled from its helical 
cord; listening, he heard his own dog bark, at home. Sandals, a thin cornflower 
jumpsuit, and a single light undergarment. . . clothing appropriate to this vile 
weather . . . were tossed on a chair; cigarettes and a lone key lay on the desk. In a 
canvas bag, he found a pear, a scrap of quadrille-ruled paper bearing, on opposite 
sides in a large hand, the words “GET LOVELACE" and his own telephone 
number, another key, a copy (in blackleiter) of David Hilbert’s address to the 
Vienna Congress in 1900, overpowered by massive scholia in red ink, two pencils, 
and a sheaf of notes and equations. It was as she had said. 

SPECIALIZING IN TIME, he had treated space as a contingent subset. She knew 
better; for better or worse, she had tested her knowledge. Now her thought and its 
sensations, conducted almost at the speed of light, shared with uncountable 
messages a space reconstituted from second to second; her body, no more than a 
trace impurity in the immense copper web, sustained its life in switch closures and 
fluctuating voltages. The cause of their present desperation lay in a bedevilment of 
novice algebraists: an error in the sign of a single quantity. To extricate her, they 
must reverse all other signs, repolarizing sacred physical constants. 
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HE CORRUPTED ANATOMISTS, cartographers and electricians, mapping her 
locations from Klickitat to the Outer Banks, from the Santa Ynez to Truro. For 
those tired and angry intervals when all was lost between them but affection, he 
risked indictment as a criminal nuisance, prattling sweet nothings to exchanges in 
Moline, Illinois or Coeur d’Alene, Idaho or Silver Plume, Colorado. The proce¬ 
dure strained his grasp of topology, and warmed the cockles of his heart. 

HER FEARLESS EXPERIMENT transformed her: a creature of probability had 
become a child of algorithm. Nevertheless, one fine evening, after long calcula¬ 
tion, he got her number. A voice in the dark, impossibly near at last, answered: 
"Hello?”. 

[. . . faces is the same as the number of sides (or angles) belonging to a 
figure of the third kind. Nevertheless, it is not true that the surfaces of 
this last volume, unfolded upon a plane in any manner that pleases 
you, will compose a figure of the third kind, even though both are made 
up of the same number of figures of the first kind; for this may only be 
done in one certain way. Several figures of the second kind, so arranged 
that each lies adjacent to four others, describe a volume, the number of 
whose faces is the same as the number of edges 439 (or 1,0 vertices" 1 ) 
belongingto" 1 a*" . . .] 


5. How Like You This? 

THINK OF A FRAME house in Saskatchewan, demolished as by a meteor. Think 
that there is something liquid, unspeakable, red within its wreckage. 

DO NOT FORGET the tractrix, remote cousin of the catenary, governed by the 
equation: 

X = A # (AR COSH(A/Y))+SQRT{A| 2-Yt 2); or by: 

X = A*LN(AtSQRT(Af 2-Yf 2))/YtSQRT(A! 2-Yt 2), 
which we shall calculate and plot only for positive values of X and Y, keeping a 
prudent distance as Y, decreasing in magnitude, nears zero. 

WE WILL FIND him newly extrapolated through a momentary discontinuity in a 
sheet of aluminum of compound curvature. We will understand the metal to be 
the skin of an aircraft that will fly onward, bearing a cargo of strangers unseen 
through the glacial sky. 
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WE WILL DISCOVER the formal cause of his predicament in mutual desire 
uncomprehended. He will fall, a shriek erased from his mouth faster than he can 
propagate it by a gale outblowing its own whistle. Air more solid than ice will 
glaze his senses, will strip and freeze and flay him, will grind away his features, 
will erode him to a rough, tattered prism of clenched meat, will preserve him 
against a certain convergence. 

WE WILL LEAVE him, interrupted in his insensible plunge, an infinitesimal 
distance from an asphalt shingled roof. (He had been a young man whose orbit, 
vague or disintegrating, centered for an interval upon a young woman who, in 
most respects, might as well have been himself. He had become a courier, in 
something like the diplomatic service. On his incessant trajectories he came to 
presume, listlessly enough, that he might have lived differently. This midnight, 
bound for the West, he will recall, with distinct, gathering pressure, a woman, 
who, at that moment, lies asleep, six miles beneath him, lusting, in a dream, for 
satisfactions she is about to approach more closely than she will ever know, 
dismembering him in her remembrance.) 

[. . . figure of the third kind. By raising the number two to a power of 
that same number of faces, and disposing just so many figures of the 
second kind in a grid whose ranks and files are of identical magnitudes, 
we shall compose a little terrain for playing games when we tire of 
reading. Furthermore, should we examine that volume, enclosed by 
figures of the second kind, from a vantage such that our line of sight 
traverses a pair of vertices as far removed from one another as the solid 
will allow, then the apparent boundary of that volume will amount to 
a single figure o/ 550 the™ third™ kind;™ and 554 that 555 . . .] 


6. Newfangleness 

RECONCILE THESE ANTAGONISMS: The oestrus of a dry season in Ran¬ 
goon, and a dilation of old brandy in Vienna. Pungent chicken cooked with its 
own guts, and escargots with inn gris. Dried pyrethrum and rampant lilac. An 
inkblot on a knuckle, and a lapis cabachon. A repellant lotion, and a remnant of 
ambergris. The faint whisper of a kerosene lantern, and the subaudible drone of a 
carbon filament. An insectile whine at twilight, and a streetcar rumbling at dawn. 
Sussurus of a racing pen, and a rustling of defended thighs. A forked, magenta 
tongue that hears, and a pierced, ivory ear that tastes. Diamond scales tiling a 
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serpent’s hood, and lozenges in a mullioned window. Its momentary posture, and 
a thesis of Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty. Its characteristic markings, and a 
keepsake lorgnette. A droplet of toxin, and a tear of distraction. Accidental stains 
in the margin of a page, and faint punctures near the ulnar nerve. Breath released 
in satisfaction at the anticipated expulsion of a precipitate, and breath indrawn in 
confusion at the unexpected miscarriage of a response. One who writes and one 
who reads. 

DO NOT FORGET the canonical form of the equation: 

((X 12/Af 2)-(Yt 2/Bt 2) )~1 =0, 

whose sentiments, descriptive of the hyperbola, may also be stated in a more 
complex fashion where A, B and T are real; thus: 

X=(((EtT)*( (A+B*$IM)/2))+(Ef-T)*((A-B*$IM)/2)))-Y*$IM; and: 

Y=( (((Ef T)*((A+B*$IM)/2))+(Et -T)*( (A-B*$IM)/2)) )-X)/$IM. 

We shall calculate for many values—exaggerated, typical, contemptible—in our 
accustomed effort to retrieve those boundaries within which we may hope to plot 
them upon an imaginable surface; neither shall we omit to feel a delicious 
agitation as we consider again those distant regions in the space of thought where 
asymptotes rejoin to embrace what once drew from Euclid a rare, wan smile. 

THAT ONE WAS CELEBRATED, before gravure, for an interminable concate¬ 
nation of falsehoods about ruined architecture, lethal geography and ritual 
mutilation, but exotic or poisonous wildlife was privileged to decorate a prose 
hospitable to vivid circumstance. Sooner or later, she departed this life while 
passing through Customs. On the evening in question, confounded by citronella 
and enchanted by a description of its own choreography, the cobra, glands at the 
ready, dissolved into thin air: went transparent as a boiled onion, its venom 
formulated, and vanished on cue like a popping bubble. 

THIS ONE IS SPARED her parent’s defects and merits, except for a gullible 
synaesthesia of the tactile. Unwilling to expend her remittance for the luxury of 
hysteria, she chooses laudanum . . and finds it dull. Shortly before sunrise, 
smarting from an ill-advised assignation, she takes to her library, and spitefully 
lapses into believing everything she reads. She is rescued by our bizarre (but 
unequivocal) diagnosis, confirmed, next Winter, when the desiccated beast itself 
turns up behind a credenza. During her convalescence, despite chronic ennerva- 
tion and recurrent anoxia, she delivers herself of Schlangendichtung, a small 
visionary folio of drypoints and villanelles, and otherwise diverts her companions 
in the invention of encouraging new pastimes. 
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[. . . figure will seem to be made up of a triad of pairs of figures of the 
first kind, with each pair fused along its adjacency into a rhombus, 
which is nothing but a figure of the second kind gone weak in the knees 
from long standing. Figures of the third kind may never be persuaded 
to contain volumes. But when we take a number of them that is the 
same as the number of sides (or corners) of each, and arrange them so 
that each adjoins just two others, we find that we have enclosed yet 
another such figure exactly, completely, congruently. It is my 661 
favorite. 663 It 663 does 666 not 666 exist. 666 ] 


7. I Wonder What She Hath Deserved 

COMPARE THESE COLORS: a powdery azure, brushed with scorched fat, and a 
cyanotic custard, scummed with dichroic lemon. They are identical . . . but 
separated, at the alleged horizon, by a band of stale mist, within which, or beyond 
which, an escort of battle cruisers surrounds us on every side. The deck of our 
barge, big as a meadow, of the hue and texture of a baby, is punctuated by the 
prisoners' nondescript shelters. Somewhere beneath us, a thermonuclear device 
that may be armed and exploded by remote control is our only warden. Daily, at 
noon, our parcel of food descends by parachute; we rip and knot the tough cords 
and pastel silk into canopies, trapezes, parasols, and a burlesque of bridal finery. 
There has been no rain for thirty-six days. The stern rail is crusted with shit and 
vomit. Below the Plimsoll Line, slowly, something pumps or throbs. We are 
becalmed. 

DO NOT FORGET the corkscrew, which should always be used to open 
winebottles, and from whose noblest import, as it were . . . suspended in the pure 
void, I might add .. . they derive the system of equations: 

X= A*COS(S/SQRT(At2+Bt2)); and: 

Y =A*SIN(S/SQRT(At2+B»2)); and: 

Z = B*S/SQRT(At2+Bf2). 

These purport to depict the thing ascending toward us, twisting counterclockwise 
as it comes, while we calculate (assuming that our stamina holds out) for 
conservative values of X and Y, and an appalling list of values for Z. All this, it 
would seem, is supposed to go on forever; or, at least, as long as their insouciant 
energy suffices to the production of real, finite quantities like A. B, S and so forth, 
not to mention cosines, sines and so forth. 
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THE COLONY SEEMS more distant, now, than the panopticon we were offered 
as an alternative. I have five friends, here; or, rather, there are that many 
personages with whom I have engaged in behavior that I, at least, do not consider 
hostile. None of them can talk. Two are confined, by a kind of stocks clamped 
around their strange heads, in barrels set flush with the deck. One has a skull 
shaped like a bowling pin, and drinks milk through a hose, and whistles; the other 
is a churning mouth, pointed at the zenith, crammed with hundreds of dirty 
molars, from which dangles a weak, achondroplastic frame. The eyes are like 
those of a calf; it groans happily when stew is poured into it. In order that they 
shall not drown, I siphon off their excreta. They do not object. Nearby, a pair of 
midget twins squats, sips tea, plays chess with men of chalk and jet, squeals and 
giggles. Brother and sister, they are otherwise identical; their immense, didactic 
genitals, and her breasts, tinted copies from Maillol, are the envy of us all. But 
their red umbrella, a careless display of the prerogatives of former wealth, has bred 
ineradicable distrust. Finally, a pudgy woman in middle life prowls incessantly, 
stumbling, cursing and slapping the cloud of greenbottles that follows her 
everywhere but dares not land. Her flesh and uniform look like varnished zinc; a 
soiled placard bears the legend: “The Filthy Nurse.” 

I HAVE NOT MENTIONED our cargo: a small box, or casket, bolted or welded 
amidships, made of quartz and bronze. By night it is lit, blindingly, from 
underneath. Inside, there is nothing more than a double handful of greyish 
pellets. They are all that is left of the brain of Rene Descartes, exhumed on the 
suspicion that it might still contain the germ of a truly complex thought. The 
outcome of this inquisition is still to be revealed; but the transportation of that 
relic is the secret motive of our voyage. 

ASLEEP, I STOLE an unremarked helicopter and flew away. Spiralling upward, I 
saw that our great ocean was no more than Chesapeake Bay. I swooped along the 
Mall, from the Washington Monument to the Hill, swerved to the left over the 
Library of Congress, and headed for Maryland. Under a willow, on a hill, a girl 
waited for me, in a gown that left visible (against the sky) only her hands and lace. 
A picnic was spread of bread and chicken, quiche and radishes, wine and butter. 
At first, she administered a test, showing pictures for me to name. I failed in 
everything. Days later, I understood that what you have read was a play on the 
words of the name of a woman I hardly knew, for whom I felt nothing. 

Paris/San Francisco/Ponce 
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